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~ 1 ~ 
 

SATURDAY, APRIL 28, 1917 

 

ack Bernard knelt in the garden straddling a shallow 

furrow in the soft dark earth. From a rickety wooden 

wheelbarrow he drew a handful of onion sets, small bulbs 

with green shoots swaddled in papery brown scales. With one 

hand he planted each set firmly, with the other he scooped 

moist soil around it, then moved a few inches along the row 

before planting the next.  

It was a Saturday morning in late April and a long, cold 

winter was finally yielding to spring in Westfield. The rich, 

black soil smelled of new life, breathed as surely as does a 

living thing, taking in the moist, warm air. Jack had been 

looking forward to spring and to planting ever since the 

harvest of the previous autumn was finished. He tolerated 

winter, but the farmer in him lived to work the land and smell 

the sweet earth. 

At seventeen years Jack was slender and tall. His hair, cut 

short and a bit ragged by his sister over the kitchen sink, was 

dark brown, although soon the summer sun would lighten it 

several shades and put a broad wave in it. His facial features 

were sharp, his eyes soft and pale blue, like his mother’s. He 

wore faded overalls over a brown flannel shirt and loose-

fitting trousers that partly covered a pair of tattered leather 

work boots caked with mud. 

J 
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As Jack completed planting a third row of hundreds of 

tiny onion plants, the morning sun was rising just high 

enough to warm him. He stood mopping his forehead and the 

back of his neck with a handkerchief, then stuffed it in the 

breast pocket of his overalls. Looking upward and to the east, 

he followed the flight of a line of crows over the distant fields, 

black dihedrals silhouetted against the yellow morning sky. 

Beyond stood a strand of hardwood trees in their early spring 

colors, ash a coppery red, beech a pastel green, and maple, its 

tiny flowers forming a fringe of scarlet starbursts at the tips of 

the branches.  

From behind him came a shrill whistle. Turning, he rested 

one hand on his hip and looked off in the direction of the 

sound. It was his neighbor, Émile Bousquet, driving a huge 

workhorse with chestnut coat and steaming flanks, harrowing 

the lower field along the river, a field that would soon be 

planted to corn. He stood and watched the boy and his horse 

for several minutes. When they turned at the end of the field 

and started back in his direction, Jack caught Émile’s eye, 

waved, then walked slowly toward them. As he approached, 

Émile pulled gently on the lines and spoke softly to his horse. 

Jack stroked the massive animal’s muzzle.  

“How’s old Thor?” he asked slowly, clearly, his eyes fixed 

on Émile’s. 

“Tho’s gra, Jay-Jay, jus gra…” replied Émile with a broad 

smile. Then he turned to the horse. “‘Tcha boy?” and rubbed 

the animal’s glistening neck. Thor’s ears pricked forward, then 

his gray eyelids quivered and closed with equine pleasure. 

“Tho’s alus gra, eh boy?” 

Jack grinned at Émile and nodded, then spoke slowly. 

“And the harrowin’, how’s it coming, ‘Mile?” Jack and Émile 

had been friends as long as either could recall. Émile was a 

year younger than Jack, but stood nearly as tall. His black hair, 

glistening with sweat, was matted against his head, his round 

face burnished by the wind as well as the work.  
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The Bousquets had acquired Thor when he was a year-old 

pony, and the bond between horse and boy was forged at 

once. A Percheron like Thor was a powerhouse, and handling 

him was demanding work. Émile would grasp the lines gently 

but firmly in both hands, keeping one eye on the row ahead 

and one on the horse, yet still minding his footing on the 

uneven ground. The pair would work for hours together, 

tilling, harrowing, plowing, dressing, with only occasional 

breaks for horse and driver to rest.  

Like Thor, Émile loved his work. His large, clear eyes 

shone, as if hard work was his greatest pleasure. But he was 

always ready to talk to his neighbor whom, it was clear, he 

greatly admired. He called Jack by the nickname Jay-Jay 

because he had difficulty pronouncing final consonants. Émile 

was deaf, having lost his hearing when he contracted German 

measles at the age of two. Only in the last few years had his 

speech and lip reading improved, thanks to the aid of his 

tireless tutor, Jack’s sister Marie.  

“It’s comin’ ‘long, Jay-Jay, comin’ ‘long. So, when you 

leavin’ for collesh?” Émile asked that question of Jack nearly 

every time they talked. 

“September, still a while yet. Lots to do first, ‘Mile.”  

Jack felt sorry for Émile. He was a smart boy, capable of 

more than plowing a field, but unfortunately his teachers were 

not trained to teach a deaf student. Jack knew too well the hurt 

his friend felt when, at the end of grade six, Sister Superior 

curtly informed Pierre and Madeleine Bousquet that the nuns 

of St. Agnes School had done all they could for their son.  

“You puttin’ in ung-yins, Jay-Jay?” 

“Yep, Gibraltar and Prizetaker, ‘bout two acres, best cash 

crop we got,” said Jack, knowing he was not telling Émile 

anything he didn’t know. Jack gestured to the freshly 

harrowed field. “Corn again?” 
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“Yeh…yeh,” replied Émile, smiling and nodding. “How’s 

yer job goin’, Jay-Jay…the mill?” Émile knew all about 

Wellington Textiles where Jack worked. “Biz-niz gud?” 

“Uh-huh, yep,” replied Jack, nodding his head several 

times, “pretty busy, pretty busy.” Even at his young age Jack 

already had several years’ experience working at the largest 

woolen mill in Holyoke. He had left school in grade nine to 

work in the mill when his father lost his job with the same 

company. Fortunately, Jack was able to return to his studies 

the following September, but he worked the same job the 

following three summers. He planned to go to college and had 

been offered a generous scholarship to attend Worcester 

Polytechnic Institute, but was taking a year to work and save 

money, more for his family than for himself.  

“The sortin’ house?” asked Émile. Jack nodded. Émile’s 

father had worked in the sorting house at Wellington Textiles 

when he was younger. “Tha’s haad wor’, eh?”  

“No harder than what you and Thor do every day, I 

wager,” replied Jack, again stroking the animal’s head. Thor 

stood at least six feet at the withers and his head loomed 

above the young men standing beside him. His coat was 

reddish brown, his mane white. Long, graceful feathering of 

white and gray hairs covering each platter-sized hoof lent a 

festive look to the massive animal, even as he labored through 

muddy fields.  

Smiling, Émile grasped Thor’s flanks with the palms of 

his hands. Jack often wondered, when Émile held Thor in that 

way, if there were vibrations only he could detect, a kind of 

secret language between horse and boy.  

 “You still swee’ on tha’ girl Anne, aincha?” asked Émile 

with a grin and a twinkle in his eye. Jack blushed and tried to 

change the subject but he wasn’t quick enough for Émile. 

“Perdy girl, Jay-Jay, yera luggy guy.” Again Jack smiled and 

nodded. 

“I heard you’re goin’ back to school, ‘Mile?”  
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Émile hesitated, still grinning, then looked away. “I 

guezzo.” But when he turned back toward Jack, he was no 

longer grinning.  

Jack struggled for words. “You’ll like it, I bet…you’ll see. 

Any news from Stephen?”  

Émile shook his head and smiled. Only two weeks earlier 

his older brother had left for Montréal to enlist in the 

Canadian army. He’d been working in one of the whip 

factories in Westfield since he was fifteen and had surprised 

his family when he announced he was joining up. The last Jack 

had heard Stephen was training near Québec City. Any day 

now his unit would ship out for England. In weeks they could 

be in the trenches, fighting back the German war machine as it 

swept across Europe. At least a dozen other young men from 

Westfield had already returned to their native Canada to 

enlist. Now that the United States had cast its lot with England 

and France, many more would no doubt be enlisting in the 

American services. The war in Europe was starting to hit close 

to home.  

“Tomorrow, ‘Mile, at church…it’s a special Mass in honor 

of Father Lévesque. You goin’?” 

Émile looked uncertain. Jack wasn’t sure whether his 

friend wasn’t planning to attend or simply hadn’t understood 

him. To the Bernard family Father Lévesque had been more 

than pastor of St. Agnes Church, he was also a family friend, 

having come from Sherbrooke, Québec, as had Jack’s parents. 

Father Lévesque was retiring and that Sunday would be a day 

of both celebration and sadness for Jack, his father, and his 

sisters.   

“Well, I gotta finish puttin’ in the onions, ‘Mile. Maybe I’ll 

see you at Mass.” 
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SUNDAY, APRIL 29 

 

he Bernards rose early the next morning. After breakfast 

every family member had chores to do. Jack cleaned out 

the family’s rusty old Model T and tended to the cow 

and pigs. Charles sat in the kitchen waxing and polishing four 

pairs of Sunday best shoes. Fifteen-year-old Marie ironed 

shirts and trousers for Jack and her father, dresses for herself 

and her sister. Twelve-year-old Claire fed the chickens.  

At 8:30 sharp a long, black motorcar pulled into the gravel 

driveway. Bromley, the Wellington family chauffeur, stepped 

out first, walked around the car, then helped seventeen-year-

old Anne Wellington from the car. Anne’s facial features were 

delicate, her eyes bright, her lips always poised to smile. Her 

complexion was the color of pale roses, her lustrous auburn 

hair done up in a chignon and topped with a small hat of 

cream and pink lace. Her dress was simple, white muslin with 

the neckline trimmed in filmy gauze and adorned with a 

cameo brooch.  

Jack emerged from the front door and strode across the 

grass smiling. “Hello, Anne. Hello, Mr. Bromley, sir.”  

The old man smiled, tipped his hat to Jack, then turned 

and spoke to Anne. “I’ll be back at four, then, Miss?” Anne 

nodded and thanked him. He climbed into the gleaming car, 

then slowly backed it out of the driveway. Jack and Anne 

walked up the flagstone front walk side by side.  

T 
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Ten minutes later Anne and the four Bernards clambered 

into the family’s Model T. It sputtered and chugged down 

Southampton Road to St. Agnes Church, a mile away. 

 

⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ 

 

Reverend Timothy O’Rourke, Bishop of the Springfield 

Diocese that included Westfield, gave a rambling homily on 

the topic of faithfulness. Being true to Our Lord, he reminded 

the congregation, required more than simply attending Mass 

each Sunday. It meant obeying the edicts of the Church, the 

Holy Father, and the Ten Commandments. It meant observing 

the Rites of the Church. And it meant supporting the Diocese 

in its time of need.  

The Bishop went on longer than anyone wanted about the 

Bishop’s Fund that would begin canvassing in a few weeks. 

Nothing made the parishioners of St. Agnes more 

uncomfortable than being reminded of their financial 

obligation to the church. Most had barely enough money left 

at the end of each week to put food on the table, much less to 

make a special contribution to the church. Some resented what 

they considered meager support shown by the Bishop and the 

Diocese for their parish and particularly for their school. 

Finally the Bishop spoke of Father Lévesque. He called 

him a man of humility and devotion, of decency and kindness, 

a faithful servant of Christ. Not a dry eye could be found 

among the congregation when at last Father Lévesque rose 

from his seat beside the altar, stepped forward with the 

assistance of an acolyte, and grasped the lectern with both 

hands. While his body was obviously in decline at seventy, the 

old priest’s mind was still sharp, and he spoke to the 

congregation like the friends they truly were. 

At that point Anne placed her hand discreetly on Jack’s. 

He had been surprised when, just a week earlier, she had 

asked to accompany him and his family to this Mass. She 
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knew how much Father Lévesque meant to all of them. He 

had said the Funeral Mass for Jack’s little sister, four-year-old 

Thérèse, when the child was taken from them by diphtheria a 

decade earlier. He had presided over First Communions and 

Confirmations for the other three Bernard children. And when 

Jack’s mother, Evelyne Bernard, succumbed to influenza just a 

year and a half ago, it was Father Lévesque who ministered to 

the stunned and heart-broken family. This day marked more 

than just the retirement of a priest and rector. It was the end of 

an era for the Bernard family, and Anne wanted to be a part of 

it. 

After Mass the Bernards and Anne stood in the chill April 

air in front of the church talking to friends and greeting the 

Bishop and Father Lévesque. The retiring priest would be 

returning to Québec in time, but for the next month or so he 

would be staying on at the rectory. That knowledge made it 

easier for parishioners to take their leave, trusting they would 

see him again before his departure. 

“Hello, Father. My name is Anne…Anne Wellington. 

From Holyoke. I’m a friend of Jack’s.” 

“How do you do, Anne Wellington?” replied the priest 

with a warm smile. “Thank you so much for attending Mass 

today. What brings you to St. Agnes?” 

“I just wanted to say thank you - for all you have done for 

Jack and his family.” 

“Well, that’s very nice of you, young lady, very nice 

indeed - God bless you. And what church do you attend in 

Holyoke? St. Mary’s? Mater Dolorosa?” 

“St. John’s,” replied Anne. 

“The Wellingtons are Episcopalian, Father,” interjected 

Jack nervously. 

“Oh, St. John’s, yes, yes. I know Father Curran well. Fine 

man…very fine man,” replied the priest. Then he added with 

a twinkle in his eye, “Even if he is Protestant.”  
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 “Good luck in your retirement, Father,” said Anne, her 

eyes sparkling. 

As the couple strode down the slate sidewalk toward the 

street, Jack felt a tug on his sleeve and turned. It was Émile 

Bousquet smiling shyly. “’Lo, Jay-Jay.” Then he turned to 

Anne. “ ‘Lo Anne, nice day, eh?” 

“A very nice day, Émile, very nice indeed. It is so good to 

see you,” replied Anne warmly. 

“How’s the harrowin’ comin’, ‘Mile?” asked Jack. 

“Almos’ done, Jay-Jay, almos’ done.” Émile beamed with 

pride. “Thor…he mays id easy.” 

“’Mile’s goin’ back to school, Anne,” said Jack 

enthusiastically. “Isn’t that good?” 

“That is splendid, Émile, splendid,” replied Anne. But as 

she spoke she could see a wave of doubt sweep across the 

boy’s normally sunny countenance like a dark cloud against a 

blue sky. Just then the rest of the Bousquet family joined the 

trio, exchanging greetings with Anne and Jack. A sudden blast 

of cold wind drove everyone toward their motorcars with 

hasty good-byes offered all around.  

 

⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜ 

 

Back at the Bernard home, Anne and Jack stood in the 

barn dressed in their church clothes. Jack proudly showed off 

his current woodworking project, a set of pine shelves that 

would hold condiments and other preserves in a disused 

corner of the kitchen pantry. Claire led Anne through a 

narrow door into the chicken coop and pointed out two newly 

acquired roosters with white feathers on their legs. 

“Don’t they look like they’re wearing spats,” asked Claire, 

“like they’re going courting?” She laughed, then turned and 

looked at Anne, her round face turning pink. “I suppose they 

are going courting in a way, aren’t they?” 
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Anne laughed and tousled Claire’s hair. “Yes, I suppose 

they are, Claire.” 

“Me and Anne are going out to look at the onions, Claire. 

Why don’t you go inside and change your clothes before you 

get that pretty dress dirty?” 

Claire looked boldly into her brother’s face. “I’m not a 

child, Jackie, I can take a hint.” Then she turned to Anne. 

“You’d better not get your dress dirty either, Anne.” And she 

turned and walked toward the house. Jack shook his head and 

smiled at his sister’s impertinence, then led Anne through the 

back door of the barn.  

Just then a motorcar pulled into the neighbors’ yard. 

Anne and Jack waved as Émile and his parents, Madeleine and 

Pierre, and his sister Elaine climbed out of the vehicle and 

walked across the lawn to their front door.  

“I haven’t seen Émile since last summer, Jackie. He’s 

gotten so tall. He’s quite a fine looking young man. But did 

you notice how he acted when I asked him about that school? 

He seemed so…so phlegmatic. What do you suppose is 

bothering him?”        

“It’s that school,” replied Jack dismissively. “It’s a training 

course for cripples and simpletons. They teach ‘em to do the 

most menial tasks - busy work, Émile calls it. It’s just not right, 

Anne. He can drive a team as well as any grown man. He can 

fix a thrown shoe on a two thousand pound draft horse like a 

farrier. I swear he’s read every book in the library a couple 

times over. And now he’s learning sign language. If people 

would give that boy a chance, he could do so much more.” 

Now that they were out of sight of the house, Jack took 

Anne’s hand and the couple walked gingerly across the damp 

grass. “Thanks for coming to Mass. I was surprised when you 

- well, I didn’t think you’d…” 

“I know how much Father Lévesque means to your 

family, Jackie - I just wanted to be part of the occasion, that’s 

all. But I thought the Bishop would never stop talking about 
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the canvass. I almost expected him to come down from the 

pulpit and start passing the hat.” 

“Yeh, he’s always asking people to give up their hard 

earned cash. I guess that’s his job. But Father Lévesque hated 

that business. He just wanted to tend to his flock. That’s what 

made him different. He was a pastor, not a businessman. You 

know?” Jack paused, looking off across the onion patch. “We’ll 

miss him.”  

Anne pulled Jack close to her and kissed him on the 

cheek. Jack’s eyes briefly met hers, then looked away.  

“What’s the matter, Jackie? What is it?” Anne could tell 

when something was troubling Jack. They had known each 

other since Jack entered grade eight at the Forestdale 

Grammar School in Holyoke. He and her brother, Tom, had 

quickly become best chums and Anne had taken an immediate 

liking to the quiet French boy as her classmates referred to him. 

It was the death of Jack’s mother, Evelyne, that drew 

Anne firmly into the Bernard family. She stayed with them for 

several days after the funeral. She walked Marie and Claire to 

school on a blustery March morning, their first day back to 

school after the death of their mother. Since that day she had 

been more like an older sister to the two Bernard girls than 

their brother’s girlfriend. Even Jack’s father was warmed by 

Anne’s presence.  

Jack looked nervously at Anne, then at the ground, then 

off toward the maroon Berkshire Hills that lay like a sleeping 

giant to the west. Finally he spoke. “I - I’m thinkin’ of lookin’ 

for a new job, Annie, at the mill.”  

Anne looked surprised. “Why is that, Jackie? I thought 

you liked working in the sorting house.” 

“Well, I do, but I gotta make more money. If I’m goin’ to 

college, I gotta save up a lot this summer for Dad and the girls. 

Otherwise it’s gonna be awful tight around here next year.” 

He looked back toward the house, shaking his head. 

“So what do you have in mind?” 
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“I don’t know. I’ll ask around, see what’s what.”  

“Couldn’t you stay in the sorting house and ask for an 

increase? I could talk to Uncle Richard.” Anne’s uncle and her 

father were co-owners of Wellington Textiles. 

“No,” said Jack sharply. Then he looked into Anne’s eyes 

and spoke in a more measured tone. “I don’t want any special 

favors, Annie, I want to do this on my own. I’ll be all right. 

Just - just don’t mention it to Dad or my sisters, okay? I 

haven’t told them yet.”  

 

⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜ 

 

Sunday dinner featured one of the Bernard family’s 

favorite meals, tourtière: spiced ground pork and beef baked in 

a thin, flaky crust, then served piping hot with parsnips, beets, 

and potatoes. It was a specialty of Evelyne Bernard and Marie 

was proving she was as skilled as her mother at preparing it. 

All heads were bowed as Charles said grace. Then the meal 

began.  

“You must be excited to be graduating, Anne,” Charles 

offered. “When’s the big day?” 

“The thirteenth of June, a Wednesday evening. You are all 

invited - if you would like to attend.” 

“Well, thank you, we’d love to,” responded Charles.  

“I’ll be passing out programs at the front door, Anne,” 

chimed in Marie, “for the Purple and White Club.”  

With a mischievous grin Claire addressed her question to 

Anne: “What about the Senior Formal? Any plans, Anne?”  

“Well, no, Claire,” replied Anne with a wry smile. 

“Actually I have received several offers from young men 

interested in escorting me, but I haven’t made up my mind as 

yet. I’m holding out for a certain someone, but unfortunately 

he has not spoken up.” Jack’s face turned red as the beets on 

his plate. “Marie, what about you? Sophomores can attend the 

Senior Formal, you know.” Marie shook her head and looked 
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down at her plate. “It’s early yet. I’ll bet there will be some 

entreaties,” added Anne.  

Marie looked up and smiled briefly. “Did everyone get 

enough meat pie?” 

Then Charles spoke. “How are your parents, Anne? Is 

your father well?” 

“He’s all right,” replied Anne guardedly. “His doctor says 

he mustn’t exert himself, not with the condition of his heart. 

He has a full-time nurse, Miss Beldon, who watches over him 

all the time. He still insists on seeing the company’s financial 

reports. He stews and fusses over them for hours each week. It 

worries us when he gets himself worked up like that.” 

“And your Mother?” 

“Mother is fine. As usual she’s all wrapped up in the 

Women’s Home. They’re trying to raise funds for a new 

project in Chicopee Falls.” 

“What about young Tom, what’s the news from him?” 

asked Charles. 

“Well, he’s still in Williamstown. We expect he’ll be there 

until the end of June. We don’t hear much from him. He sent 

me a short note last week, but it didn’t say much. I just 

hope…” Anne’s voice trailed off and she bit her lip nervously. 

Several months earlier Tom had agreed to admit himself to a 

sanitarium in the Berkshires that promised to cure drinking 

problems. That sounded like an odd thing to promise, but 

some former patients vowed their condition had improved 

thanks to the clinic. With all that Tom and his family had been 

through in the previous year, many hopes were pinned on a 

successful outcome for the troubled young man.      

“I can’t wait to see him,” said Jack. “It’s been ages.”   

 

⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ 

After dinner Marie and Anne stood side by side at the 

kitchen sink washing dishes.  
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“I want to go, Anne, I really do. But the only boy who has 

asked me is Herbert Miller. I put him off – told him I wasn’t 

certain I could attend.” 

“But why, Marie? He can’t be that bad.” Marie rolled her 

eyes and shook her head slowly. “Marie, may I say just one 

thing? And please, please do not take umbrage, I only want to 

help.” 

Marie froze, clasping a dinner plate. She nodded slightly. 

Anne turned toward her and spoke softly and sweetly. “Marie, 

you’re sixteen, and you have such a comely smile. You should 

use it more often. Show it off, especially to the boys.” 

“Oh, Anne, I…” Marie was shaking her head slowly, her 

eyes fixed on the dinner plate in her hands. 

“I know you have many responsibilities, more than most 

girls your age - more than I ever had. And I am sure it must be 

difficult at times, but you need to cultivate friends - of both 

sexes. A little smile now and then wouldn’t hurt, would it?” 

Marie had great affection and admiration for Anne, so she 

was willing to listen. She nodded, then smiled weakly. 

“A while back when I visited,” recalled Anne, “you were 

seated at this very table with a rather handsome young man.” 

“Émile?” said Marie in a whisper. 

Anne nodded. “Remember how you were taking turns 

reading Huckleberry Finn?” Marie nodded again. “I couldn’t 

help but notice that, as you read, Emile’s eyes were on you, not 

on the book.”      

“That’s because he was reading my lips, Anne.” replied 

Marie in a scolding tone. “He’s trying to learn to lip read.” 

“I don’t know,” replied Anne with a sly smile. “I had the 

feeling he was doing more than reading those pretty lips.” 

Marie’s face turned scarlet and she spoke in a whisper. 

“Anne, Émile Bousquet is seventeen years old and all he cares 

about is that horse. Besides, he’s a neighbor. We’ve known 

each other since we were babies. I’m sure he’s never thought 

of me in that way…” 
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“Trust me, Marie, if he’s a boy and he’s seventeen, he has. 

I can guarantee it.” 

Marie blushed again but was smiling. “Stop it, now, 

Anne. Enough.” 

Just then Jack appeared in the kitchen. “Looks like the 

dishes are almost done. May I steal our guest away for a 

while?” asked Jack. 

Marie nodded. “Yes, Jack, please do.” And she threw a 

look of mock anger toward Anne. The two girls giggled as 

Jack escorted Anne into the parlor. 

“What was that all about?” inquired Jack when they were 

seated on the upholstered couch together.  

“Just girl talk, Jackie, just girl talk.” 

Jack cleared his throat. “About the Senior Formal, I 

thought I should - well, it’s your school and your dance so I 

wasn’t sure that I should be inviting myself - you know?” 

Anne smiled. “Yes, Jackie, I understand. But it is not 

really proper for a girl to invite a boy, now, is it?” They both 

smiled and laughed and there was another pause. 

“Okay. Miss Wellington - can I - I mean, may I - have the 

honor of escorting you - to the Senior Formal?” 

“Weeeell,” replied Anne, “I’ve had several other very 

interesting offers.” She paused for dramatic effect. “But, since 

you ask - yes, I suppose I could permit you to escort me.” 

Jack’s face glowed. But then his smile disappeared 

momentarily. “Just out of curiosity, who were those others?” 

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” replied Anne with a 

beguiling smile. 

Soon it was time for Anne to leave. She spoke to Marie 

and Claire, then to Jack’s father, thanking them again and 

again and repeating the invitation to her graduation. Finally 

she and Jack stepped out of the front door and walked slowly 

across the yard to the waiting motorcar.  
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“Now that spring is here, Jackie, maybe we can have a 

picnic lunch one day a week by the canal,” proposed Anne 

brightly. “How about Tuesday at noon? I’ll bring everything.” 

“How can you do that? Are you planning on playing 

hooky or something?” asked Jack. 

“No, no, nothing like that. I’ll tell you all about it on 

Tuesday.” 

Jack nodded in agreement. “Okay. Tuesday, twelve 

o’clock, by the canal.” 

“See you then,” replied Anne with a wink. Jack nodded 

again, helped her into the car, and watched as it backed out of 

the driveway and headed toward Holyoke. 
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~ 3 ~ 
 

MONDAY, APRIL 30 – TUESDAY, MAY 1  

 

ack rose at five the next morning. Barely awake, he pulled 

on a broadcloth shirt and trousers, loosely fastening his 

black suspenders, then stood by the kitchen stove drinking 

strong black coffee from a gray porcelain mug. Soon Marie 

had a steaming bowl of farina ready for him.  

Fifteen minutes later he strode briskly along Southampton 

Road in the dull light before dawn, the sky over East 

Mountain just beginning to brighten. The crowing of a rooster 

greeted him as he approached the trolley stand; a horse-drawn 

wagon filled with timbers creaked as it passed, steam rising 

from the backs of the team of gray Belgians. A distant whistle 

told him the Boston and Albany train was approaching 

Westfield on its route to Boston.  

Just then a Holyoke-bound trolley arrived and Jack 

clambered aboard. Several other riders were slumped against 

the windows, half asleep. As the car clattered down the tracks, 

Jack gazed out across the fields, then over the glassy waters of 

Hampton Ponds, then up toward the jagged ledges of Rock 

Valley, lost in thought.  

In twenty minutes the car was bumping down Sargeant 

Street as the sun shone through the steam and smoke that rose 

from the mills on Holyoke’s riverfront. Wellington Textiles 

was the largest woolen mill in Holyoke and one of the busiest, 

most successful textile businesses in all of New England. Its 

J 
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five four-story brick buildings stretched nearly a half mile 

along Race Street next to the Second Level Canal. Founded 

over a half-century earlier, the business had grown rapidly, 

supplying wool fabric to a growing nation. Its first big 

contracts were to provide uniforms for Union soldiers during 

the Civil War. Fifty years later the factory was thriving still, 

now driven by demand for blankets for the Allied forces 

fighting in Europe.  

The entire wool-processing business occurred in the 

Wellington Mill. Freight cars loaded with fleeces rolled up to 

the receiving platform several times daily and were quickly 

unloaded. Flatbed trucks carried the bales of wool through 

wide wooden doors into the cavernous sorting house where 

Jack had worked since he was fourteen.  

Work in the sorting house was hard. Thick dust hung in 

the air and quickly congested a worker’s lungs. Men who 

labored inside were prone to all manner of respiratory 

complaints from colds to bronchitis to shortness of breath. 

Cases of brown lung were not uncommon; even anthrax 

occasionally took the life of a sorting house worker. 

Fortunately, Jack’s job involved moving from inside the 

sorting house out onto the loading platform or into the 

elevators that carried wool to the dyehouse, carding rooms, or 

weaving rooms, so he found the conditions tolerable. 

Furthermore, he enjoyed the constant activity and the 

conviviality of young men much like himself. 

Jack worked alongside Jim Trottière, an old friend and 

classmate from St. Agnes School in Westfield, and Leo Lacroix, 

whose family had arrived from Québec only a few years 

earlier. Outside the sorting house they dragged and shoved 

bales of wool from the railcars onto platform trucks. Inside the 

trio winched each bale onto one of many piles depending on 

the type and quality of wool. Mr. Leduc, the sorting house 

supervisor, selected bales to be moved to the other end of the 

room and broken open. Sorters then pulled and separated the 
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wool, each fleece sometimes containing six or more types and 

qualities of fiber. When orders arrived, Jack and his co- 

workers loaded heavy drays with wool selected by the sorters, 

then muscled the wagons up a sloping ramp that led to the 

dyehouse where the wool would be scoured, dried, and dyed.  

Jim was far and away the strongest man in the sorting 

house, and Jack and Leo relied upon him for the extra force 

needed to move the biggest, heaviest loads. Everything about 

Jim was oversized: massive hands, bulging muscular arms, 

and enormous feet. His co-workers often exchanged amused 

glances when Jim made child’s play of a task the two of them 

had struggled at.  

Time went by quickly that morning as it did most days in 

the sorting house. During the lunch hour, Jack walked the 

short distance to the dyehouse, a building he passed every day 

as he arrived for work. Mr. Tuttle was the dyehouse boss and 

a gruffer, more distasteful figure Jack could not have 

imagined. He was like a character out of a Charles Dickens 

novel - a jailer, a con-man, or a professional thief. His 

grotesque, red-veined face was dominated by a huge, bulbous 

nose. His thick purple lips always held the stump of a cigar, 

though smoking was strictly prohibited in the dyehouse for 

everyone else. He growled and cursed at his employees and 

barked orders constantly.  

Jack knocked on the office door. “I’m busy,” came the 

sharp reply from within.  

“It’s Jack Bernard, sir, from the sorting house. Could I 

speak to you for just a moment?” 

“I told you, I’m busy. Go away.” 

Jack had been forewarned about the man’s manner. He 

spoke loudly through the shut door: “I - I just wanted to know 

if there are - well, if you might have some work for me.” 

Tuttle’s reply was immediate and unequivocal. “Nope. 

Nothing. Now get lost.”  

“Mr. Sullivan told me to speak to you, sir.”  
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Jack turned and began to walk away, but Tuttle’s voice 

followed him: “Maybe in a couple weeks, Bernard. Maybe.” 

Jack thanked the man without ever seeing him face to 

face, but somehow he felt he’d made a small bit of progress. 

The name Bernard was well known at the Wellington mill; his 

father had been a dependable, skilled worker for nearly fifteen 

years. And Jack had always conducted himself well in his 

work in the sorting house. Frank Sullivan was the head dyer at 

Wellington Textiles. He’d learned his craft in Ireland and 

brought those skills with him to Holyoke nearly thirty years 

earlier. His neighbor, Mr. Donahue, had been Jack’s high 

school chemistry teacher and had spoken highly of Jack. He 

knew that dyeing was both art and science, and Jack had 

shown very good promise in high school chemistry. So Jack 

hoped that his efforts might be successful with Mr. Tuttle, 

surly old viper though he was. 

 

⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ 

 

Throughout the morning on Tuesday Jack was thinking 

about lunch and his assignation with Anne. As soon as the 

noon bell sounded he ran out of the sorting house onto Race 

Street and hurried along the canal toward Dwight Street.  

“Jackie - Jackie,” called out a familiar voice. It was Anne, 

waving from the bridge over the canal. He darted between a 

motorcar and a horse and buggy and in seconds was standing 

before her. He took her hand and the couple walked slowly 

from the bridge onto a patch of grass by the water’s edge 

where they sat on a bench in the midday sun.  

Anne had prepared a luncheon for two including slices of 

sausage, cheese, and soda crackers wrapped in oiled paper, all 

packed neatly into a tin with a tight fitting lid. Mildred, the 

Wellington family’s cook, had offered to make the lunch, but 

Anne preferred to do it on her own.  
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“So,” began Jack doubtfully, “explain to me how a high 

school girl is free to make luncheon dates on a school day. We 

didn’t get that kind of a deal back when I was a senior.” 

“Well, Jack, that’s because you weren’t one of the first 

Holyoke High School students to be given special privileges. 

A small group of seniors was selected to work downtown five 

days a week, 12:30 to 4:30 each day. Carolyn and I were both 

chosen. A photographer from the Transcript took our picture 

yesterday, so you’ll be reading all about it in tomorrow’s 

edition.” 

“Wow,” replied Jack. “That’s swell. Do you get paid?” 

“Well, no. But we get on-the-job experience. My 

assignment is at the Women’s Home, working for Mrs. 

Calavetti. Isn’t that perfect? Carolyn’s working at Gregoire’s 

Shoe Shop on High Street, just a few blocks away. We leave 

school and walk downtown together, then meet at 4:30 and 

walk home.” 

“Shouldn’t you be at work now?” asked Jack looking at 

the silver pocket watch that hung by a fob from his belt.   

“Well, they allow us thirty minutes to get to our jobs, but I 

told Miss Edwards we had to leave Senior English fifteen 

minutes early on Tuesdays - a little white lie. So, here I am.” 

“Sounds like a good deal all around,” exulted Jack. “Boy, 

these are good,” he added as he swallowed several bites of 

sausage at once.  

Anne smiled proudly. “How are things in the sorting 

house? Everything going all right?” 

“Yeh, everything’s okay,” Jack replied casually. “So tell 

me more about your new job. What’s it like?”   

“I love it, Jackie, I really do. But Mrs. C. needs so much 

help. What a jumble that office is. And sometimes the 

telephone never seems to stop ringing. I’m getting very fond 

of the girls and they seem to like me - at least I hope they do.” 

“Of course they like you,” replied Jack, looking into 

Anne’s bright emerald eyes and gazing on her pink 
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complexion and beguiling smile. Hers was a face he could 

never resist, could not stop looking at, even from the first day 

he met her, or so he told her. The truth was at least six months 

passed after their first meeting before Jack started to see her 

through the eyes of a young man rather than of a boy.  

The two talked about school, work, and their families. “I 

wish I could see Tommy,” said Jack wistfully. “Do you realize 

it’s been nearly four months?”    

Anne nodded and her cheerful demeanor faded. “Oh, 

Jackie. I miss him. He hardly ever writes and he never 

telephones. I send him a letter every weekend. I hope and pray 

that he’s all right. I know Mother and Father worry about him, 

too.” Then her mood brightened. “So, what about this 

weekend? Will you have some time for your dear, sweet 

Anne?”  

Just then a commotion erupted across the canal. Two men 

had emerged from a window onto the roof of a mill building 

high above the street. A crowd gathered below was urging the 

men on as they unfurled a long banner. At first it was 

unreadable as it draped over the parapet. When the men 

finally drew the banner taut, the words God Bless America 

became visible, and cheers erupted, first from the crowd 

below, then from pedestrians along Race Street. At that 

moment a trolley rattling down Dwight Street stopped 

abruptly in the middle of the bridge. Men leaned out of the car 

windows waving flags and cheering. Others standing on the 

car’s steps joined the chorus of cheers.  

“Look, Jackie,” said Anne, pointing along the canal. Only 

then did they realize that every building in sight was 

festooned in red, white, and blue bunting and every turret, 

window, and ridgepole was decorated with Old Glory, her 

forty-eight stars and thirteen stripes snapping smartly in the 

breeze. All of Holyoke, it would seem, was caught up in 

patriotic fervor as the nation mobilized for the War to End All 

Wars. 
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~ 4 ~ 
 

MONDAY, MAY 21 

 

wo weeks went by without a word from the dyehouse. 

Then one day when Jack and Jim were loading bales of 

wool onto a truck on the loading platform, there was 

Mr. Tuttle, talking loudly to Mr. Leduc while looking his way. 

“Bernard,” he barked. “Monday morning, first thing, in the 

dyehouse. Got it?”  

“Thank you, sir,” Jack shouted, but such pleasantries were 

lost on Mr. Tuttle who had already turned and lumbered off 

toward the dyehouse, spitting loudly on the pavement as a 

plume of cigar smoke swirled above his head. 

 

⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜ 

 

The starting bell for the morning shift rang loudly at 6:30 

on Monday morning, just as Jack strode across the factory 

yard. The air was crisp at that hour. Brilliant rays of orange 

sunlight splashed across the cobblestones and up against the 

brick mill walls.  

Stepping through the heavy wooden doors of the 

dyehouse felt like descending into another world, a 

mysterious, sinister world. Inside it was hot, oppressively hot, 

well over one hundred degrees. A dank fog hung in the air, 

tiny droplets glistening like rain in the dim light cast by an 

occasional electric lamp and dripping from the walls, ceiling, 

T 
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and overhead pipes. Strange odors wafted about, acrid and 

pungent, unlike any Jack had ever encountered on the farm or 

in the sorting house. Through that steaming miasma, shirtless 

men moved ponderously, some pushing wagons laden with 

heavy rolls of fabric or skeins of yarn, others hefting bundles 

of wool fleeces on their shoulders. It reminded Jack of 

lithographs from Dante’s Inferno or Pilgrim’s Progress that had 

fascinated him in the library many years ago. But this inferno 

was real, all too real. 

“Bernard. You’re late,” barked Mr. Tuttle from his office 

door. “I want you in here ten minutes before your shift, 

understand? Now get in there with Aucoin and Fredette.”   

“Nice to see you, too,” said Jack under his breath as he 

hung his hat on the rack. He might have been put off by the 

man’s gruffness, but Jack had already concluded that the 

disagreeable codger’s bark was worse than his bite.  

Wool-dyeing is a messy, difficult, and dangerous process. 

Wool as it is shorn from a sheep is dense and matted, its fibers 

coated with natural oils, perspiration, dust, and dirt. For dye 

to penetrate and color wool uniformly, a fleece must first be 

cleansed, a process known as scouring. This usually required 

several steps, first soaking in hot, soapy water, then in a 

scouring agent such as ammonia or carbonate of soda.  

On one side of the dyehouse, long trough-like machines 

called wool washers were arranged. Workers fed fleeces in one 

end of a washer, removed them at the other end, replaced the 

fluids, then loaded the wool once again. Mr. Sullivan, the dyer, 

oversaw the whole process. Only when he was satisfied was a 

fleece finally rinsed and moved along to the next washer or to 

the drying room upstairs.  

Jack’s two co-workers were young men about his age. 

They gave him a few words of instruction, then disappeared, 

leaving Jack to the seemingly endless task of loading raw wool 

into the machine. Eventually Mr. Sullivan, the dyer, emerged 
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from the mist. His face was flushed but he smiled as he spoke 

to Jack. “Well, Bernard, how’s it going?” he asked.  

Jack paused and nodded. “Okay so far, sir.” For a few 

moments the man stood watching as Jack loaded more wool.   

“You’re goin’ to engineerin’ school, right? Well, you’ll 

want to see how this thing works. Watch those brass teeth 

there.” He pointed into the murky gyre of solvent and wool. 

“See how they move the wool back ‘n forth in the solvent? 

That’s the key, right there, son – agitation. But not too much - 

just enough. Too much and we got problems, understand?” 

Again Jack nodded. Mr. Sullivan gave him some further 

instruction, then faded into the mist.  

By mid-morning the supply of raw wool had dwindled. 

Not knowing what to do, Jack looked for one of his co-

workers. Just then Mr. Sullivan materialized out of the mists 

once again and Jack explained the problem. “Yeh, well, we 

gotta change out the solvent here, but we gotta let the last of 

this batch o’ wool finish first. Come with me, son, while we’re 

waitin’, I’ll show you a few things.” 

Jack followed his mentor along a narrow aisle past other 

washers being tended by other workers. Beyond the last of the 

machines they stopped in front of a circular, wooden tub of 

steaming swirling indigo dye and watched for several 

minutes. Big muscular men were lifting fleeces from a wagon 

into a net suspended by a block and tackle, running the 

bundle along a cable that stretched across the tub, then 

lowering the wool into the roiling cauldron. A vatman stood 

by poking the wool with a rake.  

“Used to be,” began Mr. Sullivan, “most dyes came from 

nature, you know? Deep red from a bug, cochineal, they call it, 

yellow and gold from thistle. This purple ‘ere woulda been 

from the wild indigo plant.” Jack nodded. “No more, son. All 

manufactured products today: blue vitriol, copperas, 

chromium. Some colors, like black, you gotta blend plant dyes 

and synthetics. It’s a science.” 
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Just then one of the workers emerged from the mists 

carrying a heavy burlap bag. Another man sliced the binding 

rope across the end of the bag with a long knife, revealing a 

crystalline powder.  

“That’s chrome-alum, a mordant or fixative.” He looked 

closely at Jack to see if he understood. “It fixes the dye in the 

wool - so it don’t fade or wash out.” Jack nodded.  

“Every dye needs a different mordant,” continued Mr. 

Sullivan. “To make things more complicated, the mordant can 

affect the color of the dye. So you have to make adjustments.” 

Jack shook his head in amazement. “How do you know 

all this, sir - I mean, what to use and how much?”  

Mr. Sullivan leaned toward Jack and looked him squarely 

in the eyes, his ruddy face dripping with sweat and 

condensation. He smiled as he tapped his temple with one 

finger. “It’s all up ‘ere, son - right up ‘ere.” Again Jack nodded. 

His father had always spoken of dyers and their work with 

admiration. Knowing the precise combination of dyes needed 

to produce a particular color or shade was a highly specialized 

art. That was why the job of dyer was one of the best paying 

jobs in the entire mill, so Charles had told him.  

Just then the two men hoisted the bag of mordant over the 

tub and dumped the powder into the dark liquor. Jack 

watched as they stirred the mixture with long wooden 

paddles, much like alchemists of ancient times. Suddenly 

Jack’s eyes were stinging and he groaned as he turned 

abruptly from the dyebath.  

“Nasty business, them mordants,” acknowledged Mr. 

Sullivan. Jack rubbed his eyes with both hands, then gradually 

opened them. The acrid vapors felt like searing sandpaper on 

his face and bare arms. “You get used to it,” explained Mr. 

Sullivan, showing no concern about Jack’s condition. “That’s 

one thing about the dyehouse, son. Everything takes gettin’ 

used to.”  
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Jack returned to his post tending the wool washer, glad to 

be away from the dyebath and its noxious concoction. The 

new solvent having been added and a fresh supply of raw 

wool moved into position, he resumed loading the machine, a 

task he worked at for the remainder of the morning.  

After lunch Jack was assigned to another, smaller room in 

the dyehouse. A new kind of scouring agent was being used 

here for the first time in the Wellington mill, something called 

coal naphtha. It was very effective at cleaning raw wool, faster 

and cheaper than other solvents, explained Mr. Sullivan, 

although he admitted there was still much to learn about how 

best to apply it. 

As soon as he stepped through the heavy sliding doors 

into this room and took his first breath, Jack felt light-headed. 

Here the searing burning sensations he’d encountered that 

morning were absent, but sweet-tasting vapors overwhelmed 

him, leaving him dizzy and slightly nauseated. Eventually 

those symptoms abated, but then a throbbing began in his 

head; it was so bad that his vision blurred periodically. But the 

other men on his team didn’t seem to be affected by the fumes 

and he was determined not to let his discomfort show.  

Jack worked with several veterans of the dyehouse, 

Poulin, Goudreau, O’Malley, and Proulx. Unsmiling, these 

older men went about their business loading armfuls of raw 

wool into long, rectangular vats called jigs. Meanwhile one of 

the dyers moved from jig to jig adding the experimental 

scouring agent from a bail-handled can with a tapered spout. 

Then Jack and his co-workers stirred the brew with long 

wooden rakes. The saturated wool was dense and heavy and 

the work was hard. The older workers seemed to handle the 

job with ease, but Jack was struggling. His pulse was racing, 

his vision blurring as he labored.  

The scouring process continued all afternoon, with the 

cleaned wool being hoisted out of the bath with block and 

tackle, then lowered into a long vessel on wheels for the trip to 
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the dryer upstairs. The floor of the dyeing room was covered 

with a greasy slime that made walking treacherous. To make 

matters worse, the cement was crisscrossed with drains 

carrying waste water, dye, and solvent to the rear of the 

dyehouse where it drained into the the canal. Jack was 

straining to shoulder a particularly heavy load of wool when 

one foot slipped into a drain. He lost his footing and fell, fell 

hard, on the cement floor. For several seconds he lay stunned, 

the wind knocked out of him by the impact. Slowly he drew 

himself up to a seated position on the floor, the room spinning 

about him. Several of his co-workers approached and he 

thought for a moment they were coming to his aid. But they 

stepped around him carrying their loads.  

“C’mon, Bernard, no sittin’ down on the job,” shouted one 

of them, and they laughed and continued on their way. 

Determined not to be labeled as lazy or inept, Jack struggled to 

his feet smiling. He had bruised his right hip and it ached 

badly, but he resumed his work. It was clear that there would 

be no sympathy for anyone who couldn’t take the rigors of the 

dyeing room, not even from his fellow workers. 

 It’s only for a few months, thought Jack as he fought to keep 

his equilibrium, only a few months. 
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~ 5 ~  

 

harles Bernard had a way with all things mechanical. 

There wasn’t a loom or spinning rig at Wellington 

Textiles that didn’t show his handiwork: an oak plank 

sistered against a weak harness beam to guide the warp 

threads more consistently; a misshapen shuttle restored with a 

few strokes of a knife or rasp to travel faster and straighter, the 

better to carry the weft thread back and forth. Such were the 

precise, often ingenious remedies that he accomplished by the 

dozens each day.  

Perhaps Charles’s greatest gift was his ability to 

determine merely by the look or the feel of the cloth which of 

dozens of fine adjustments was required to correct a 

malfunction: the driving belt too tight or slack, too dry or 

jerky, the picker timing too rapid or slow, the shed too small 

or tall. An adjustment once made was not forgotten when 

Charles Bernard was on duty. The loom operator knew that 

Charles would return later in the day to see that the problem 

had been corrected.  

When gasoline-powered trucks replaced horse-drawn 

drays on the shipping and receiving platform, Charles was 

often called away from his normal duties to diagnose a 

problem when younger men had nary a hint as to how to 

make an unreliable engine do their bidding. 

But more than three decades in woolen mills had taken 

their toll on Charles’s constitution. At forty-five his thick, 

lustrous hair, once black as coal, was steely gray. His brow 

was deeply wrinkled, his eyes only occasionally sparkled as in 

his youth. He walked with a limp these days, sometimes 

C 
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assisted by a cane, and winced as he rose from a chair or 

ascended the stairs of the Bernard homestead.  

For nearly a year now Charles had been at home, unable 

to work in the mill, doing his best to tend the farm, allowing 

Jack to become the family’s chief breadwinner. That was a 

necessary change, but one he deeply regretted. Both Charles 

and his childhood friend, Evelyne St. Onge, had left school in 

Québec by grade eight to work in a woolen mill, never to 

complete their education. When the young couple married, 

they vowed that their children would not follow that sorry 

path to adulthood. After the birth of their son, the family 

emigrated to Holyoke where Charles was hired as a loom fixer 

at Wellington Textiles.  

Charles was bending over a dilapidated delivery truck in 

the barn of the Bernard’s farm in Westfield at mid-afternoon. 

The truck belonged to his neighbor, Pierre Bousquet, and 

Charles had promised to get it running by the end of the day. 

In return Pierre and Émile would help Charles and Jack with 

planting of corn seed by the weekend. For what seemed like 

the hundredth time he yanked at the starter crank. The engine 

gave out a few pathetic pops and sputters before it went silent 

once again. An oath was about to slip from Charles’s lips 

when a welcome voice interrupted him.  

“Father, I’m home,” chimed Marie from the barn door. 

“Are you still working on that old junk?” 

The discouraged look in Charles’s eyes brightened a bit. 

“Ayeh, Pierre and Émile need it to make deliveries tomorrow - 

I gotta git it going.” He shook his head slowly, looking 

defeated. 

“Why don’t you give it a rest for a few minutes? Come 

inside and let me make you some tea.” 

Charles couldn’t resist the invitation. He sighed, dropped 

his wrench to the gravel floor, then walked slowly out of the 

barn and across the yard toward the kitchen door. Father and 
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daughter sat comfortably at the kitchen table sipping hot tea 

as she recounted the events of her school day. 

Marie Bernard was a soft-spoken, serious young woman 

with dark brown hair, green eyes, and a shy smile. She had 

taken on most of the duties of woman of the household when 

her mother passed away just two years before. Her 

earnestness was due in part to the circumstance of her 

mother’s death, but in equal measure to her desire to care for 

her family. Cooking, mending, and cleaning for her father, 

brother, and sister all came naturally to her. In addition to all 

of that she somehow also managed to keep up her studies at 

Holyoke High School. And on weekends and in summer she 

tutored Émile Bousquet, assisting him with his speech and lip-

reading. One thing entirely perplexed Marie in her new role, 

and just then that one thing came bounding through the door, 

tracking mud into the kitchen.  

“Claire, please remove your muddy galoshes before you 

take another step,” scolded Marie.  

Claire Bernard was as different from Marie as a sister 

could be. Short, round-faced, always smiling and effervescing, 

she had rosy skin and reddish-brown hair like her mother’s 

that tumbled in ringlets from either side of her face. She was 

entirely lacking the reserve and self-effacement of her mother 

and sister. There was always curiosity and calculation going 

on behind those big, saucer-like eyes, often regarding the 

affairs of others. 

Tossing her book bag on the floor, Claire exhaled 

theatrically. “I am so exhausted. Sister Jean was plaguing me 

all day today. I think she hates me. I honestly don’t know 

why, but she does. She says I talk too much, but I don’t…” She 

paused as Marie’s gaze rose to meet hers, then continued: 

“And when I do it’s usually because I have something to say. 

Can I have a snack, Marie?” And she lunged across the table 

toward the cookie jar.  
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“Claire, mind your manners,” replied Marie evenly. 

Moving the jar out of her sister’s reach, she peered intently 

into her eyes in an effort to calm her. “You must learn - you’re 

almost thirteen and it’s time you learned to act more ladylike.” 

But Claire was out of the room and gone before her sister’s 

admonition had a chance of being heard, much less heeded. 

Marie could sense that her father’s eyes were seeking 

hers. She turned and he smiled gently. “Let her be, dear, let 

her be. She’s just a girl, ya know, like you were once, 

remember?” 

“But Father, I was never like that,” replied Marie, shaking 

her head. Charles smiled, nodded in agreement, then took 

another sip of his tea. 

“I’d best be starting supper now,” said Marie, then she 

paused. “We’ll be eating a little late tonight. Jack won’t be 

home until seven or so.” With that she turned quickly and 

headed into the pantry in hopes of avoiding any questions.  

“I’ll get back to work, then,” replied Charles from the 

kitchen. Marie was just relaxing when her father leaned 

around the corner and added, “Why’s Jack gonna be late?” 

Marie hesitated. “Oh, he said something about an errand 

he had to do on High Street - I’m sure he’ll be along as quickly 

as he can.” This seemed to satisfy him, but Marie was uneasy. 

She knew her brother well and she was not entirely convinced 

that he had told her the truth. 

 

⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜ 

 

It was nearly 7:30 when Jack finally came through the 

kitchen door. He stopped and leaned against the door jamb 

while removing his tattered leather boots, then set them on the 

boot rack. Marie was stirring a pot of stew on the black and 

chrome Glenwood stove as her brother fell heavily into a chair 

at the kitchen table.  
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“Phew, sorry I’m so late - the cars were running slow. I 

had to wait nearly twenty minutes on Sargeant Street.”     

“That’s okay, the stew only gets better the longer it cooks. 

Would you call Claire and Father while I serve it up?” 

“What’s new at the mill, Jack?” began Charles as he took 

his seat. “Jim still working with you guys in the sorting 

house?”  

“Yeh - yeh - Jim’s still there. But he’s takin’ an 

apprenticeship with a blacksmith in Aldenville this summer.” 

“That’s good for him - nice boy, Jim. You’ll miss him, eh?” 

Jack nodded, then abruptly changed the subject. 

“Big doin’s at City Hall tonight, Dad. Hundreds of people 

wavin’ flags and flyin’ banners for President Wilson and the 

Declaration of War. They were singin’ and cheerin’ and the 

mayor gave a patriotic speech. I can’t imagine why they’re so 

all-fired excited about goin’ to war. I mean, we have to help 

our allies, and we have to defend our country, but why all the 

hoopla? What’s there to celebrate?” 

“Well, son, war does that to some people, ‘specially the 

old guys that don’t have to do the fightin’.” As he spoke 

Charles thought he saw a cloud, a wave, pass across his son’s 

face. Was it doubt? Was it fear? He couldn’t tell. 

Just then Claire darted into the room and reached for a 

slice of bread. Marie placed her hand on her sister’s, then 

raised the breadboard. “Sit down, Claire, please.” 

“I have so much homework to do…I’ll just have a slice of 

bread…” 

“Claire, dear,” said her father slowly, “your homework 

can wait. Relax and have some stew. No one can learn on an 

empty stomach, you know.” Grudgingly Claire sat, accepted a 

serving of beef and turnip stew, then began to eat noisily. 

“How come you’re so late, Jackie? Cars running slow?” 

inquired Charles, referring to the streetcars that operated on 

many of Holyoke’s main thoroughfares. 
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“Yeh,” replied Jack. “They say the motormen are 

dragging their feet, holdin’ out for more pay.” 

“Those guys’re always belly-achin’. They oughta spend a 

day in the mill - see what hard work is really like,” said 

Charles, shaking his head.  

His meal complete, Jack rose to carry his plate and cup to 

the sink. As he brushed past his father, Charles sniffed several 

times. “What the deuce? You smell like Wednesday night at 

the Ladies of Sodality meeting. You wearin’ perfume or 

something, Jackie?” 

Jack turned to the sink, his back to his father, and began 

pouring hot water for the dishes. “It’s just soap. I washed up 

at the mill before I left and the soap in the washroom was 

smelly.” Then he changed the subject. “How’s Mr. Bousquet’s 

jalopy comin’? Any luck?” 

“Yeh, finally. Had to tinker with the throttle a good bit 

but she’s goin’ now. They’ll be plantin’ corn soon so they’re 

gonna need it, I guess.” 

When the dishes were done, Jack started toward the stairs. 

“Jackie, can you help me? I’m trying to learn the names of the 

presidents - please?” shouted Claire from her first floor 

bedroom. “Sister Jean will kill me if I don’t…”  

Jack turned and walked slowly toward his sister’s 

bedroom, then peeked in the partially opened door. “I’m 

kinda tired, Claire. Couldn’t you get Daddy or Marie to help 

you tonight?” 

Claire looked up into her brother’s face. “You look awful, 

Jackie. You better get to bed early. Maybe that new job is too 

hard on you.”  

Jack bristled, looked around to see if his father or Marie 

were within earshot, then stepped into Claire’s room, closing 

the door tightly behind him. “How do you know about that?” 

he whispered angrily. 

Claire was undaunted. Even though her brother loomed 

nearly a foot over her, she knew how to handle him. 



35 
 

“Madeleine Trottière told me in school. She heard it from Jim. 

Don’t worry, Jackie, your secret’s safe. But that place - 

everyone knows it’s a death trap.” 

Just then there came a tap on the bedroom door. Jack shot 

a baleful look at his sister. “Shhh.” Then he turned and opened 

the door. Marie was standing in the hallway.  

“I’ll help you with your homework, Claire.” Then she 

turned to Jack. “You should go to bed. You look a fright.” 

A few minutes later Jack sat on the edge of his bed. His 

father appeared at the bedroom door. “You all right, Jack? You 

seemed kind of withered at supper. They workin’ you harder 

‘n usual at the mill?” 

“Naw,” replied Jack, trying to appear indifferent.  

“Well, get a good night’s sleep. It’ll do you good.” Charles 

turned toward the door.  

“Dad.” Charles paused and looked back at his son’s face, 

gaunt and ashen in the dim lamplight. “Those crowds, all that 

flag-wavin’ and patriotism…” Jack paused.  

“What about it, son?” 

“I guess I understand how people feel…after the Lusitania 

and now the SS New York. But some of those men were yelling 

and cursing about foreigners, practically accusing them of 

being disloyal. One of the banners read Bolsheviks go home. 

They were burnin’ flags, I think they were Polish or 

Lithuanian or Russian flags. Like those people that work with 

them in the mill were traitors or somethin’, you know?” 

“Ayeh, war does that to some guys. It’s not pretty, son, 

but it’s kinda to be expected.” 

Jack shook his head and exhaled loudly. “Good night, 

Dad.” 

“Sleep well, son.”  

  



36 
 

 

~ 6 ~ 
 

TUESDAY, MAY 22 

 

he next morning Jack stepped through the dyehouse 

door at 6:20 under the watchful eye of Mr. Tuttle. He 

was already feeling slightly nauseated just anticipating 

the stench of fumes he knew would confront him. But when he 

entered the dyeing room where the coal naphtha was in use, 

the odor was much less intense than on the previous day and 

he began to relax. They were experimenting with a dilute 

mixture today, explained Mr. Sullivan. Jack worked all 

morning with only a mild headache and an occasional 

lightheaded feeling.  

At the noon bell he raced out of the dyehouse door and in 

minutes stood before Anne by the canal. She kissed him on the 

cheek, then wrinkled her nose. “What is that smell?”  

“Oh, it’s a cleaner they’re using - in - in the sorting house. 

It’s really strong, isn’t it?” 

“Since when do they clean anything in that place?” asked 

Anne shaking her head. The pair sat in the usual spot, a bench 

by the water’s edge, enjoying another luncheon prepared by 

Anne.  

“We still on for Saturday night, Anne? There’s a Charlie 

Chaplin moving picture at the Bijou that starts at eight.” 

“Well, let’s see, I think my calendar is still free for 

Saturday evening,” teased Anne. “Yes, I’d say we’re still on, 

Jackie. That would be very nice. Oh, but there’s something I 

T 
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want to tell you.” Anne’s pretty smile suddenly turned 

serious. 

“Yeh, what’s that?” 

“It’s about Tommy. He called last evening. Mother talked 

to him. He’s coming home - Wednesday or Thursday.” 

“Wow, that’s wonderful news, Annie, that’s great. It’ll be 

so good to see him again.” 

Anne nodded and smiled weakly. Her brother and Jack 

had been best friends since they met at Forestdale Grammar 

School in grade eight. There were no two better friends in 

Holyoke. They fished, played ball - they were inseparable. 

Even when Tom went off to the Dorchester School, a private 

school in Greenfield, in grade nine, the two were still thick as 

thieves.              

“But I thought he was gonna be at that - that place in 

Williamstown ‘til the end of June. What’s goin’ on? Is he 

okay?” Jack looked into Anne’s eyes as he asked the question. 

“He says he’s fine. He told Mother he hasn’t had a drink 

since he left Holyoke.” Jack looked reassured, but Anne 

wasn’t. “He called from Boston.” 

“Boston? Tommy’s in Boston?” Jack was surprised and 

concerned. 

“I guess he’s been visiting Digsy for the last week or so.” 

Digsy was Tom’s roommate at the Dorchester School. Tom’s 

schooling took an unexpected turn when he had an 

automobile accident while gallivanting with Digsy in his 

parents’ Packard. Digsy was a nice enough chap, Jack thought, 

but somehow he couldn’t help but wonder if some of Tom’s 

troubles began with his association with Chester Arthur 

Digsworth the Third.  

Anne looked briefly into Jack’s eyes, then away across the 

street. “I’m worried, Jackie,” she said softly. Suddenly her 

complexion reddened. “He promised us - when he left.” 

Jack put his arm around Anne and stroked her hair. “I’m 

sure he’ll keep his promise, Anne. He will, I know he will.”  
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Jack’s lunch hour was almost over and he had to hurry 

back to the mill. The couple stood holding hands. “Thanks for 

the lunch, Annie. You’re the bee’s knees. I’ll see you - and 

Tommy - on Saturday, okay?” 

Anne reached up and kissed Jack lightly on the cheek, 

then smiled sweetly. “Okay.” Jack turned and ran off down 

Dwight Street. 

⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜ 

 

That evening Jack lay in bed exhausted, his arms and legs 

aching. Once again he had rebuffed Claire’s request for help 

with her homework, explaining that he was too tired. What he 

had not admitted to was a pounding headache that made it 

nearly impossible to concentrate on anything. Only when he 

lay down, closed his eyes, and remained very still did the 

throbbing abate. He was stretched out on his side, his back 

toward the window. A few gentle taps sounded on his 

bedroom door.  

“Who is it? I’ve gone to bed.” 

“Jackie, are you okay?” asked Claire through the closed 

door. 

“I’m fine, Claire. I’m just tired.” The door opened a crack. 

Jack looked up, squinting into the light from the hallway. 

“Are you sure, Jackie? I’m worried about you - and that 

place.” 

“Shsh, I’m warning you.” Claire’s rosy cheeks paled, her 

head dropped, and she whimpered softly. Jack sat up in bed 

and reached out his hand to his little sister. 

“I’m sorry, sweetie. I’m gonna be fine. I’m only workin’ 

there to make a few extra dollars, that’s all. It’s for us, can’t 

you understand? Please don’t tell Daddy or Marie, huh?” 

Claire nodded and Jack kissed her on the forehead. 

“Okay, let’s hear the Presidents.” 

Claire stood, hands clasped in front of her, squinting as 

she concentrated on her task. “Washington, Adams, Jefferson, 
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Madison, Monroe, John Quincy Adams,” and on to 

“McKinley, Roosevelt, Taft, and Wilson.”  

“Excellent, Claire, excellent. Sister Jean will be very 

impressed.” Claire rolled her eyes. “Now I have to get some 

sleep, okay? Goodnight, Claire.” Claire backed out of the 

room, closing the door silently. Soon Jack fell into a restless 

sleep. 

⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜ 

 

It was a dark, moonless May night and the air was 

perfectly still. Suddenly Jack was awakened by a sound, a dull 

thud. Just then his father’s steps could be heard on the stairs 

outside his bedroom door and he quickly fell back to sleep. 

Sometime later he was awakened once again by what seemed 

like another muffled sound. He lay in bed, willing himself to 

go back to sleep, knowing that 4:30 would come all too soon 

and he would need every bit of sleep he could get. The 

throbbing in his head increased a bit, then was transformed to 

a soft shushing, like wind through pine trees. Jack closed his 

eyes and tried to ignore the sound, but it persisted.  

All at once through closed eyelids Jack sensed bright light. 

He opened his eyes and gazed on the faded wallpaper beside 

his bed. The design seemed to be moving, swaying to the 

shushing. Then he realized that on a dark night he wouldn’t 

be able to see the wall, not unless there was light shining 

through the window behind him. Confused, he slowly rolled 

over onto his back, his eyes following an arc across the 

bedroom ceiling toward the window. As he turned, the 

intensity of both light and sound increased.  

Suddenly Jack turned his head and looked directly at the 

window. It seemed to be on fire. The muntins between the 

glass panes formed a dark grid through which an impossibly 

bright light shone. The light pulsed, throbbing in synchrony 

with the pounding in his head. As he stared at the window in 

confusion, he could feel himself slipping away, spinning, 
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falling helplessly. Then they appeared – two dark orbs in the 

middle pane, at first dull and diffuse, then more distinct. They 

were eyes, fierce eyes, eyes that glowed eerily as they stared 

directly into Jack’s eyes. The pounding in his head grew 

worse; the rushing sound enveloped him. His head jerked 

violently to one side, then back. Then there was nothing.    
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~ 7 ~ 
 

WEDNESDAY, MAY 23 

 

ackie – Jackie - it’s nearly five. You’d better get up,” called 

Marie as she tapped softly on Jack’s bedroom door. She 

waited for a few groans of acknowledgement from her 

brother, but none came. “Jackie – Jackie.” Gently she lifted the 

wrought iron latch, then opened the door just enough to speak 

again. “Jackie?” In the half light she could see her brother’s 

motionless form on the bed, the covers lying on the floor.  

Marie stepped into the room, reached down, and touched 

her brother’s arm. “Jackie - wake up.” There was no response. 

She repeated his name louder, alarm sounding in her voice. 

“Jackie - come on, Jackie.” Still there was no response. She 

shook him harder and rolled him toward her. A muffled croak 

came from Jack’s lips. His eyes were open, staring blankly at 

the ceiling.  

“Jackie - oh my God, Jackie, what’s wrong?” called Marie, 

her voice cracking. “Father,” she shouted loudly.  

At the sound of his sister’s voice Jack’s eyes moved and 

met Marie’s. He groaned, lifted his head briefly, then spoke: 

“Wha - what time is it? Where…?”  

“Jackie, are you all right?” asked Marie. Just then Charles 

appeared at the bedroom door. The fear etched in his 

daughter’s face shocked him.  

J 
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But at that moment Jack got his bearings, sat up, looked at 

his father and sister, and spoke. “What’s the matter? Why are 

you…” 

“Jackie, are you all right?” asked Marie again, only barely 

keeping herself under control. “You - I thought you w…” 

“I’m okay, I’m fine. I guess I just had a nightmare…” He 

winced as he rubbed his neck, then reached for the silver 

pocket watch on his bureau. “I gotta get going.” Slowly he 

stood up. “I can’t be late for work.” 

“Jack,” said his father, “maybe you should stay home 

today. You look wretched.” 

“I’m all right - really,” answered Jack. He looked into his 

father’s eyes, trying to reassure him, then into Marie’s eyes. 

“Can you excuse me? I have to get dressed.” 

Charles and Marie left the bedroom. Minutes later they 

were standing in the kitchen speaking in low whispers. When 

Jack entered they were suddenly silent. 

“Here’s your coffee - and I made you some oatmeal with 

maple sugar,” said Marie. “Why don’t you sit down, relax, 

and have a leisurely breakfast, Jackie?”  

Looking at his watch again, Jack gulped his coffee, took a 

few spoonfuls of oatmeal, then dashed out the door. 

 

⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜  ⚜ 

 

Exhausted, weak, and still a bit nauseated, Jack struggled 

through his workday. Even one of his co-workers observed 

that he didn’t look well. He left the mill directly when the 

ending bell rang, walked slowly up Dwight Street, and was 

thankful to catch a car to Westfield without a wait.  

Jack’s father had been worrying about him all day and 

was pleased to see him home at a more reasonable hour. “Sit 

down, boy, and rest your bones. Marie will have supper on the 

table shortly. You look badly, Jackie, you still sick?” 
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“I’m all right, Dad, I just need to get caught up on my 

sleep - that’s all. I don’t think I can eat anything. I’m going up 

to bed.”  

Marie was just setting a platter on the kitchen table. 

”Before you go, I have a message that should cheer you up. 

Tom Wellington called on the telephone.” 

“Tommy? When? Where is he?” 

“About an hour ago. He’s at home. It was so good to hear 

his voice, Jackie, he sounded like - like the old Tommy, you 

know?” Her eyes met Jack’s in silent understanding. “He 

wants you to telephone him this evening.” 

Jack’s face brightened at the news. Rising slowly from his 

chair, he crossed the kitchen to the living room door where the 

telephone hung on the wall. Lifting the handset, he leaned 

against the door jamb and spoke to the operator. “Holyoke 

three-two-five, please.” There was a long pause, then he heard 

his old friend’s voice. Jack spoke loudly into the mouthpiece. 

“Tommy? Is that you?” 

“Yeh, Jack, it’s me. How’s my old buddy?” said Tom 

enthusiastically. 

“I’m okay, Tommy, I’m okay. I can’t believe it’s you. 

When’d you get home?” 

“This afternoon, about four. I would have met you 

outside the mill at the bell but Mother insisted I be here for 

supper. Uncle Richard and Charlotte came by and we had a 

little bit of a celebration.” 

“Wow, that’s great, Tommy,” responded Jack with 

genuine excitement.  

“It’s so good to be home, Jackie. I missed my parents, 

Annie, and my old chum.” 

“How long are you home for? Do you have to go back to 

Williamstown soon?” asked Jack. There was another pause, 

then a burst of static on the line. “Tommy - are you still 

there?” 
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“Yeh, Jack, I’m here. I’m - I’m all done with the clinic. I’m 

not goin’ back. Annie said she told you, right?” 

“Naw, I don’t think so,” replied Jack, “first I’m hearin’ of 

it. So is everything okay, Tommy?”  

“Yeh, Jack, everything is fine. Listen, I have to go, but I 

wanted to ask you something. I know Anne and you have a 

date for Saturday night, right?” 

“Saturday?” Jack was confused. “Do we? I guess so…” 

“She told me you two were going to the movies 

downtown, remember?” 

“Oh, yeh – yeh,” replied Jack vaguely. “Saturday - the 

pictures - yup.” 

“Well, I thought maybe we could go fishing at Hampton 

Ponds in the afternoon, then you could come here and the 

three of us could go downtown, have a bite to eat, then go to 

the theatre. Would that be okay, Jackie? My treat.” 

“Oh, sure,” replied Jack, still trying to get his bearings. 

“Fishing, then supper, then the movies. That’d be grand, 

Tommy, just grand.” The thought of seeing his old friend and 

doing what the two of them used to do so often, fishing at 

Hampton Ponds, was reviving his spirits. 

“How about noon, Jack? That way we can have a few 

hours of fishing. Bring a change of clothes so you can be fresh 

as a whistle for a night on the town, okay buddy?” 

“Yeh, Tommy, and I’ll bring some crawlers for bait.” 

“Okay, Jackie, I’ll see you Saturday.” 

Hearing Tom’s voice had rejuvenated Jack’s spirits and he 

forgot about the confusion over his Saturday plans with Anne. 

He sat by the stove in the kitchen, telling Marie and Charles of 

his conversation with Tom.  

When he finally climbed into bed, Jack fell off to sleep 

almost instantly. But by midnight he was wide awake and 

staring at the bedroom ceiling. The excitement over his 

conversation with his old friend had begun to wear off. His 

thoughts drifted, unbidden, to the terror of Monday night, the 
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throbbing, the sound of rushing water, and those eyes, those 

glowing, malevolent eyes. Every time he thought of them he 

shuddered and beads of sweat popped out on his forehead.  

Finally he lit the oil lamp on his bedside table, opened a 

library book, The New Onion Culture, and tried to concentrate 

on reading. After a time his eyelids drooped and the book 

slipped from his hands. He placed the volume on the table, 

extinguished the lamp, rolled over, and closed his eyes. 

Shortly the memory of that dream - that nightmare - brought 

him back to full consciousness. Again he lit the lamp, raised 

the book, and resumed reading. 

 

⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ 

 

The next morning Jack and his team were moved to a 

different area in the dyehouse where a backlog of pieces 

awaiting dyeing had accumulated. By mid-morning he was 

encouraged; the weakness in his arms and legs had abated and 

his stomach was settling.  

At noontime Jack sat on a wall in the mill yard with Jim 

Trottière and Leo Lacroix from the sorting house eating the 

lunch Marie had prepared for him. As the three talked Jack 

caught sight of several of his co-workers from the dyehouse 

engaged in a quiet conversation some distance away. These 

were older men, dyehouse veterans, men who seldom 

conversed much either during work or on breaks. Something 

about their slumped postures and furtive glances struck Jack 

as a bit odd. He pretended to be listening to Leo and Jim while 

keeping an eye on the suspicious group beyond.  

“De Papermakers playin’ at de fiel’ Saturday,” began Leo, 

referring to Holyoke’s semiprofessional baseball team. “You 

goin’, Jacques?” But Jack’s attention was elsewhere. “Jacques?” 

“Huh? Goin’ where, Leo?” 

“De Papermakers – Saturday - you goin’?” 

“Uh, no, Leo, I don’t think so. I got things to do.” 
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⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ 

 

After lunch Jack was assigned back to the dyeing room 

and the now familiar weakness and queasiness returned 

almost immediately. He struggled through the long afternoon, 

trying hard to keep his footing on the slippery floor. Several 

times he stumbled briefly, then caught himself. Each time the 

other men looked on him with annoyance. Jack’s face turned 

scarlet with embarrassment and by the end of the day he felt 

silly, like he didn’t belong among these older, far more capable 

workers. He was convinced that seeking out this job, the job he 

had hoped would be such a boon for him and his family, was 

a terrible mistake and a humiliation. 

As he was leaving the mill that evening he caught sight of 

one of his dyehouse co-workers, one of the trio he’d been 

eyeing at noontime, bent over in a corner of the mill yard, 

retching on the grass.  
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~ 8 ~ 
 

FRIDAY, MAY 25 

 

y Friday afternoon Jack was exhausted from lack of 

sleep and it was beginning to show. His skin was gray, 

his normally bright eyes were dull. It felt like a great 

mass was pressing down upon him, making every movement 

difficult. He refused to give in, though, and labored gamely 

alongside his co-workers in the dyeing room right up until 

quitting time. When the ending bell finally rang, Jack felt a 

wave of relief. He just wanted to go home.  

“You comin’ to the meetin’, Jackie?” asked Bill Fredette as 

soon as they had stepped out of the dyehouse onto Race 

Street. 

“What meeting?” replied Jack. “There’s a meeting?” 

“Yeh, it’s a union meeting down on Canal Street. Some 

bigwigs from Boston gonna be there to talk about organizing 

all the workers of Holyoke – textile, paper, rail – all together. 

You musta heard about it, Jackie, everyone knows.” 

Jack shook his head. Union activity was never discussed 

while on the job or anywhere in the mill; that was an infraction 

guaranteed to get a worker fired on the spot. And Jack rarely 

spent time with his co-workers outside the mill, so there were 

few opportunities for him to learn about such things.  

“You gotta go, Jackie. This is big - this is really big. Come 

on, let’s go.” 

B 
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Reluctantly Jack followed Bill through the dark streets 

along the Third Level Canal close to the river. After several 

blocks they turned into a narrow alley, then descended a flight 

of stone stairs and stepped through heavy doors into the 

basement of an old factory building. Dozens of other workers 

had already arrived and were standing in the dimly lit room 

smoking and talking excitedly.  

Jack was surprised to see a group of genteel young 

women in immaculate white dresses huddled together by the 

door, looking very much out of place in the decrepit 

surroundings. He guessed they might be from the silk mill. 

Silk was a refined product and that mill insisted that its 

operatives, nearly all of whom were women, be equally 

refined both in dress and deportment. They were taking a 

great risk attending this meeting; if anyone in management at 

the silk mill got wind of it, they’d be fired at once. But then, 

the same could be said for everyone present in that room, 

thought Jack. 

A buzz of excitement filled the air as Jack and Bill stood 

quietly watching the activity around them. Nearly ten minutes 

went by when finally a voice could be heard from the front of 

the room announcing that the guest speaker would be arriving 

shortly. Jack was not in the mood to linger and he finally 

spoke to Bill. “I gotta go, Billy, I’m feelin’ - I got a lot of work 

to do this weekend.”     

Bill nodded and Jack started to leave. But just as he 

approached the door, it swung open and three men surged 

into the room dressed in long, dark coats and fedoras that 

looked out of place in Holyoke in May. Jack stepped aside as 

the men swept past but he caught a brief glimpse of the face of 

the tallest of the men as he tipped his hat to the women. His 

skin was dark, his hair dark brown with a distinct wave. The 

crowd parted as the men strode the length of the room and 

stepped up onto an elevated platform.  
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Jack’s curiosity was piqued and he paused to watch the 

proceedings for a few minutes. One of the guests, introduced 

as Mr. Grant, spoke first. He in turn introduced the dark-

haired man, a Mr. Garfield, who stepped up onto the 

improvised stage. Cheers, whistles, and applause rippled 

through the crowd. The man smiled warmly and looked out 

on the audience, appearing to recognize and acknowledge 

several workers with a nod or wave. When at last the 

boisterous greeting had abated, he began to speak.  

“Thank you, my frrriends,” he began. “It is good to be 

here in Holyoke, my hometown.” With that the crowd erupted 

once again. Garfield smiled and paused until the shouts and 

applause had once again quieted, then continued. “We come 

today bringing you greetings from your bruthahs - and sistahs 

- in Boston, Providence, Lowell, Lawrence, and Haverhill - to 

urge you to consider the importance of organizing all the 

workahs of Holyoke.” The man spoke like a seasoned orator, a 

style of speech quite unfamiliar to folks in Holyoke.  

As impressed as he was by Mr. Garfield’s eloquence, Jack 

turned and left the assembly hall after ten minutes or so, 

stepping into the cool night air. He caught the next trolley on 

Sargeant Street and walked through the Bernard kitchen door 

thirty minutes later. As much as he would have liked to ask 

his father about this Mr. Garfield, he did not mention it. For 

his father, and most of the older generation of French 

Canadian mill workers, anything having to do with unions 

and worker activism was suspect. 

 

 

  


